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PASSAGE TO THE NEW EDEN: TOURISM IN
MIAMI FROM FLAGLER THROUGH
EVEREST G. SEWELL
by P AUL S. G EORGE *
Henry M. Flagler’s Florida East Coast Railway (FEC)
W steamed
into Miami in April 1896, Florida was already on
HEN

its way to becoming a tourist haven. With its salubrious climate
and primeval setting, the state was, for many visitors a veritable
paradise, an accessible Eden. This image was timeless. William
Bartram, in his eighteenth-century account of a visit to Florida,
described the area as “A blessed unviolated spot of earth . . .
[a] blissful garden.” 1 Florida remained remote to most northerners until the middle of the nineteenth century, when a small
stream of visitors began arriving, many of whom were invalids
lured by stories of the curative powers of the Sunshine State, as
well as sportsmen attracted by Florida’s bountiful supply of game
and fish. 2
The influx of tourists rose sharply after the Civil War. Union
soldiers stationed there helped advertise the state’s mild climate
and beauty, and small railroad lines and steamship companies,
which began bringing visitors to northern Florida, and steamship companies instituted advertising programs to lure vacationers to the state. The government of Florida moreover initiated a
series of promotional campaigns following the establishment of
a Department of Immigration in 1868. 3 Tourism received an
additional boost from a spate of guidebooks, travel accounts, and
articles in national periodicals which marveled at Florida’s
* Mr. George is assistant professor of history, Atlanta Junior College,
Atlanta, Georgia.
1. William Bartram, The Travels of William Bartram (New York, 1928),
143.
2. Herbert J. Doherty, Jr., “Florida in 1856,” Florida Historical Quarterly,
XXXV (July 1956), 61.
3. Works Progress Administration, Florida, A Guide to the Southernmost
State, American Guide Series (New York, 1939), 60; Charlton Tebeau,
A History of Florida (Coral Gables, 1971), 292.
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assets and its unlimited potential for tourism, real estate development, and agriculture. As promoters and land developers
disseminated promotional literature throughout the country,
the image of Florida as a new Eden blossomed.
In the winter of 1874-1875, one observer placed the number of
tourists in Florida at 33,000, and estimated their expenditures at
$3,000,000. 4 In the following decade, however, the state government and private capital had broadened their promotional campaigns to attract tourists as well as permanent residents. Their
success moved promoter George Barbour to remark in his popular
travel guide that “Florida is rapidly becoming a northern
colony.“ 5
Soon after Barbour’s book appeared, Flagler and Henry B.
Plant began building large transportation networks in Florida,
changing forever the state and its tourist industry. Prior to their
appearance, tourism was centered about a few northern Florida
coastal cities. While railroads and steamboats brought visitors
to these regions, the few interior resorts were reached, with some
difficulty, by way of the St. Johns River. By extending their railroads in a southerly direction along each coast, Plant and Flagler
opened up the state for development. 6
Flagler visited Florida for the first time in 1878, succumbing
quickly to the state’s mild climate. Aware of Florida’s potential
as a tourist mecca, Flagler moved to develop it. He obtained his
first railroad, a small line between Jacksonville and St. Augustine,
in 1886. The year before, he began construction of the Ponce
de Leon, the first of three magnificent Flagler hotels in St.
Augustine. Flagler’s railroad and hotel system grew quickly, and,
by 1892, it reached as far south as Palm Beach. 7
With the railroad’s expansion to Palm Beach, then in northern
4. Derrell C. Roberts, “Joseph E. Brown and Florida’s New South
Economy,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLVI (July 1967), 53.
5. George M. Barbour, Florida For Tourists, Invalids, and Settlers (New
York, 1882; facsimile ed., Gainesville, 1964), 225.
6. Dudley S. Johnson, “Henry Bradley Plant and Florida,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLV (October 1966), 118; A Brief History of the
Florida East Coast Railway and Associated Enterprises Flagler System,
1885-1886 . . . 1935-1936 (St. Augustine, 1936), 6-9; Clayton Rand,
A Servant of Florida (n.p., n.d.), 1-4.
7. Walter H. Lee, The Flagler Story and the Memorial Church (St.
Augustine, 1949), 6, 15; Thomas Graham, “Flagler’s Magnificent Hotel
Ponce de Leon,” Florida Historical Quarterly, LIV (July 1975), 1-7.
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Dade County, Florida’s last frontier on the east coast lay open.
Although Dade County was vast in size, its population remained
miniscule owing primarily to its inaccessibility. As late as 1894,
a handbook of Florida insisted that “Dade County is in the main
inaccessible to ordinary tourists and unopened to the average
settler . . . is inhabited only by the remnants of the Seminole
Indians, and is visited only by the more enterprising and adventurous of hunters and cowboys.“ 8
Lying within the southern sector of Dade was the tiny village
of Miami or Fort Dallas. Founded as an army outpost on the
northern banks of the river which bore its name, Miami’s genesis
was also the result of the Seminole Wars. In the early 1870s, the
Biscayne Bay Company, which owned 640 acres on the north
bank of the Miami River, promoted the area as a haven for
invalids, and planned to build a community there. In familiar
booster language, the company insisted that Miami’s “advantage
as a resort for invalids will be evident,” for “beyond dispute”
the area “was more healthful and free from disease than any
other section of the Union.“ 9 But the company’s effort “to let
the world know of [Miami] . . . so far as bringing in settlers . . .
fell on deaf ears.“ 10 As late as the 1890s, in fact, Miami contained
only two families, the Tuttles and Brickells. The village served
primarily as a trading post for the Seminole Indians, who paddled
up the Miami River from their homes in the Everglades to trade
at the Brickell’s emporium on the south bank of the river. 11
Coconut Grove, a small community lying a few miles south
of Miami on Biscayne Bay, was more successful in attracting
visitors. Following the opening of the Peacock Inn in the 1880s,
a steady stream of “swells,” the natives’ term for tourists, began
wintering in Coconut Grove. Yet, compared with tourism in
northern Florida, Coconut Grove’s record was modest. The
8. William Jennings, “Miami of Yesterday,” Miami’s 50th Anniversary
Exhibit (Miami, 1946), 16, Miami Herald, July 21, 1946.
9. Biscayne Bay, Dade Co., Florida, Between the 25th and 26th Degrees
of Latitude. A Complete Manual of Information Concerning the
Climate, Soil, Products, etc., of the Lands Bordering Biscayne Bay in
Florida (Albany, 1876), 3, 18; Arva M. Parks, “Miami in 1876,” Tequesta, XXXV (1975), 112.
10. Victor Rainbolt, The Town That Climate Built (New York, 1925), 21;
Interview with Thelma Peters, Miami, Florida, March 19, 1980.
11. Miami Herald, January 18, 1980; Frederick P. Wilson, Miami, From
Frontier to Metropolis (Miami, 1956), 14-16.
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Reverend E. V. Blackman, a pioneer in the area, claimed that
“the few who came went their way singing the praises of the
wonderful clime,” but, as in the case of the unsuccessful promotional efforts of the Biscayne Bay Company, the message
seemingly went unheard. 12
Repercussions from a severe freeze which devastated Florida in
February 1895, eliminated forever the anonymity of Dade County.
Most citrus growing areas north of Miami were destroyed. For
Julia Tuttle, who owned the tract of land formerly in possession
of the Biscayne Bay Company, the freeze presented an opportunity to realize a cherished goal. Since her arrival in Miami in
1891, she had envisioned an illustrious future for the area as a
resort, remarking, on one occasion, to a friend, “if you live out
your natural lifetime, you will see 100,000 people in the city.“ 13
But for this dream to become reality, Miami would need the
assistance of Flagler and his railroad.
In an attempt to bring the FEC Railway to Miami, Tuttle
contacted Flagler in the early 1890s, but neither her arguments in
support of the area’s ideal weather nor the offer of free land convinced him. The bitter winter of 1894-1895, however, changed
Flagler’s mind. He reportedly declared at the time, “if there
is a place in Florida where the freeze did not reach, there we will
build a city.“ 14 At the same time, Tuttle sent Flagler green leaves
and fragrant, white blossoms from an orange tree in her yard,
conclusive evidence that the frost had not reached Miami. Because the welfare of his railroad depended to a great degree on
the transport of the state’s agricultural crops, Flagler decided
to reconsider the possibility of extending the FEC Railway to an
area whose mildness made it a potentially rich growing region.
After reviewing Tuttle’s earlier offer, and receiving a glowing
account of the region from John Ingraham, a top lieutenant,
Flagler decided to visit Miami in the Spring of 1895. 15
12. Ethan Blackman, Miami and Dade County . . . Its Settlement, Progress and Achievement (Washington, D.C., 1921), 18.
13. Helga Eason, “Sand In Their Shoes,” Wilson Library Bulletin, XXX
(June 1956), 768; Polly Redford, Billion Dollar Sandbar: A Biography
of Miami Beach (New York, 1970), 28.
14. Millicent Todd Bingham, “Miami: A Study in Urban Geography,”
Tequesta, VIII (1948), 97.
15. Peggy N. Montague, “The Chaille Plan,” Update, VI (February 1979),
6; Charlton Corliss, “Henry M. Flagler, Railroad Builder,” Florida
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Immediately enthralled with the area, which he characterized
as one of “eternal youth,” Flagler decided to extend his railroad to the banks of Biscayne Bay. 16 In return for 100 acres of
Tuttle’s land along the river and bay, as well as each alternate
lot on the remainder of her tract, Flagler agreed to build a hotel,
survey and clear the streets, and finance construction of waterworks, an electric light plant, and other facilities. 17 Flagler apparently failed to appreciate Miami’s tourist potential during
his initial visit; he reportedly told Mrs. Tuttle that Miami would
never be more than a fishing village for his hotel guests. He
would soon change his mind, however, with great consequences
for Miami’s future. 18 Flagler surveyors began laying out a city
on the Flagler-Tuttle tract in February 1896. John Sewell, a
superintendent for the FEC Railway, brought a labor force to
the area to begin construction of Flagler’s newest hotel, the
Royal Palm, at the juncture of Biscayne Bay and the Miami
River. With the arrival of the first train the city grew rapidly.
By the summer of 1896, Miami contained nearly 3,000 persons,
and had incorporated as a city. 19 Miami also moved to build
itself into a resort center. Business leaders organized the Miami
Board of Trade, a precursor of the Chamber of Commerce, which
included an immigration committee for tourism. Several new
hotels opened, also. Most unusual of the early hotels was Captain
E. E. Vail’s Rockledge, a converted steamboat, known also as the
floating hotel, which reposed on the Miami River. The Rockledge
accommodated up to fifty persons, and assured prospective guests
of excellent fishing, sailing, and seafood. 20 Notable for its pre-

16.
17.

18.
19.

20.

Historical Quarterly, XXXVIII (January 1960), 200; Blackman, Miami
and Dade County, 18-19.
John Sewell, Memoirs and History of Miami, Florida (Miami, 1933), 56.
Julia Tuttle to Henry Flagler, April 22, 1895, letter on display at the
Museum of the Historical Association of Southern Florida; Sidney W.
Martin, Florida’s Flagler (Athens, 1949), 152-55; Tracy Hollingsworth,
The History of Dude County, Florida (Coral Gables, 1950), 34.
Mrs. Harlan Trapp, My Pioneer Reminiscences (Miami, 1940), 7.
Transcript of the proceedings of the meeting held July 28, 1896, for the
incorporation of the city of Miami, Florida, Office of the Clerk of the
City of Miami; Miami Daily Metropolis, July 28, 1917; Miami
Metropolis, May 15, 1896; Sewell, Memoirs, 8-10, 27, 96-99; Miami
Herald, July 21, 1946.
Charles E. Nash, The Magic of Miami Beach (Philadelphia, 1938);
Miami Metropolis, May 15, 1896; Sewell, Memoirs, 61, 69.
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tentiousness among early inns was the Hotel Miami which, at
the time of its opening, labeled itself a “prominent East Coast
hostelry,” with resources to “fully supply the wants of the
traveling public.“ 21
The Hotel Miami’s claim to distinction was overshadowed by
the opening of the Royal Palm Hotel in January 1897. Built at
a cost in excess of $750,000, the Royal Palm stood six stories tall
and commanded a majestic view of the fledgling city just northwest of it. Set in a garden of tropical splendor, this rambling
colonial structure could accommodate 600 guests. It boasted a
dining room with a seating capacity of 500, ballroom, billiards
room, swimming pool, and a saloon. Opening night was a portent
of its illustrious future with several luminaries, including Philip
Armour and Mark Hanna, in attendance. These guests feasted on
a repast of turtle soup, baked Pompano, quail, and broiled filet
of beef. 22
Flagler built the Miami Country Club, brought in nationally
renowned concert singers, and added other features to his hotel
to entertain guests. But his efforts extended beyond the Royal
Palm, as he provided Miami with the necessary facilities to
become a major resort center. He erected a large terminal dock,
dredged part of the bay to a depth of fourteen feet to allow
for the entry of shallow-draft steamships, and made Miami the
chief terminal for his FEC Steamship Company which served
Key West, Cuba, and the Bahama Islands. As a device to increase
tourism, Flagler offered five-week package tours of Florida.
Originating in New York City, the tour, costing $350.00, included
transportation, and meals, and rooms at any of Flagler’s Florida
hotels. 23
Not surprisingly, Flagler served as a goodwill ambassador for
Miami, inviting prominent persons to the city as his guests, while
21. Miami Metropolis, May 14, 1896; Sewell, Memoirs, 70; Miami City
Directory of 1904 (Miami, 1904), 33; “The Miami Story,” The Traveler
(Philadelphia, 1958), 14, 15, 20; Miami Metropolis, January 22, 1897.
22. Nathan Shappee, “Flagler’s Undertakings in Miami in 1897,” Tequesta,
XIX (1959), 809; John Kofoed, Moon Over Miami (New York, 1955), 92.
23. Ruby M. Carson, “Miami? 1896-1900,” Tequesta XVI (1956), 10; James
Mills, Highlights of Greater Miami (Miami, 1965), 31; Shappee,
“Flagler’s Undertaking,” 5-10; Martin, Flagler, 163-66; I. J. Stephens,
“The Port of Miami,” Update, II (June 1975), 3; Edward A. Mueller,
“The Florida East Coast Steamship Company,” Tequesta XXXVI (1976),
49.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol59/iss4/5

6

George: Passage to the New Eden: Tourism in Miami From Flagler through Ev
446

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

praising it effusively wherever he traveled. Other boosters included the Reverend Blackman. During the city’s first season,
he helped organize the Dade County Fair to entertain delegates
to the annual convention of International Tobacco Growers.
Like Flagler, Blackman was indefatigable in extolling the wonders
of Miami. E. C. Romfh, a contemporary who later became mayor
of Miami, maintained that Blackman “took the job of telling the
world about the East Coast of Florida, its wonderful climate and
anything else he could think up.“ 24 For these efforts, suffused
as they were by ample hyperbole, Blackman was dubbed “The
East Coast Liar.“ 25
In 1898 the Royal Palm became regional headquarters for
the United States Army following the outbreak of the SpanishAmerican War. Army and navy personnel, as well as reporters
covering the war, resided, for varying periods, at the hotel in
the summer of 1898. The luxurious surroundings of the Royal
Palm drew praise, along with a spate of favorable publicity for
Miami. 26
For native Miamians, winters were always eventful, too.
Following elaborate preparations, the season got underway in
December, burst into full bloom in January with the opening
of the Royal Palm Hotel, and lasted until March. Miamians
were especially proud of the Royal Palm, seemingly aware at all
times of its roster of prominent guests, and observant of the
hotel’s gala social life. One pioneer noted that Miamians also
enjoyed “the watching of arrivals and departures of passenger
trains,” while another observed how locals loved to “watch
tourists involved in activities or just sauntering down the
streets.“ 27 Completion of a Flagler project or the institution of a
new service was almost always a cause for celebration. In 1898,
for instance, Miamians prepared to greet the Key West whose appearance at the pier would mark the beginning of steamboat
service between Key West and Miami. The vessel never reached
“An Address by Edward C. Romfh, President, First National Bank of
Miami,” pamphlet, Miami, June 18, 1936, 12.
25. Ibid., 13.
26. Wilson, Miami, From Frontier, 17, 22; Sewell, Memoirs, 181.
27. Isador Cohen, Historical Sketches and Sidelights of Miami (Miami,
1925), 27; Wilson, Miami, From Frontier, 19; Thelma Peters, “Pomp and
Circumstances-The Royal Palm,” Update, II (April 1975), 4.
24.
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the pier, however; the bay’s shallowness forced it to anchor
more than one mile away. 28 There was a tourist boom in Miami in
1899. Many hotels displayed “no vacancy” signs, and business
at the Royal Palm was up by twenty-five per cent over the previous year. The following season the tourist trade was again
heavy despite a yellow fever epidemic which effectively closed
Miami until mid-January 1900. 29
As the new century unfolded, Miami, or the “Magic City,”
as its boosters were calling it, was maturing rapidly as a resort.
The season now stretched to April, and many national figures
made Miami, especially the Royal Palm Hotel, their winter
home. 30 The Royal Palm’s docks were filled with yachts of the
wealthy, and its guest registers included the names of the Rockefellers, Astors, Vanderbilts, and Goulds. Nationally known
politicians found the Royal Palm so much to their liking that
one writer noted that “sometimes it looked like a special delegation from Congress around the hotel, so many senators and representatives were there.“ 31
While the Royal Palm remained a magnet for dignitaries, new
hotels accommodated the growing numbers of other visitors. The
1904 city directory listed seven hotels in Miami; three years later
this figure had doubled. Most impressive of the new hostelries
was the Halcyon. Sometimes called “White Palace,” it was a
huge structure whose turreted design gave it the appearance of a
French chateau. 32 Miami was also attracting a growing convention business. In 1903, 600 horticulturists met there, filling every
available hotel room. Less savory elements were also appearing
with greater frequency in the area, including flim flam artists
and petty thieves, who preyed on vacationers. Although illegal,
gambling had become a popular activity for many tourists, and
a major problem for the police. To combat a rising crime rate,
the city added several “special policemen” each winter. But the
28. Helen Muir, Miami U.S.A. (New York, 1953), 69.
29. Miami Metropolis, February 17, March 3, 1899; Cohen, Sketches, 37, 39;
Muir, Miami, 82; Martin, Flagler, 167.
30. Miami Herald, May 24, 1917; Swell, Memoirs, 182; Trapp, Pioneer,
8; Wilson, Miami, From Frontier, 16.
31. Sewell, Memoirs, 178, 183, 184; Cora Maxwell, Miami of Yesterday
(Miami, 1956), 28.
32. Hotel Halcyon on Biscayne Bay and the Sea, Miami Florida (Nashville, n.d.). 1-4; Muir, Miami, 152; Miami City Directory of 1907, 7.
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expanded force met with only limited success in reducing crime,
and came under frequent criticism for its failure to halt
gambling. 33
Legitimate activities increased too as the resort grew. Annual
boat regattas drew large crowds, while bathers were ferried to
the ocean side of the unsettled chain of islands, soon to be called
Miami Beach, to swim. The Dade County Fair grew in popularity, and some visitors even trekked to Buena Vista, a community on Miami’s northern border, to view its citrus groves.
Others enjoyed the cinema and performances by vaudeville and
stock companies. 34
The city was lively in the summer, too, with large Independence Day festivals and mid-summer carnivals which drew
visitors from other parts of the state. Miamians also celebrated
the anniversary of the city’s incorporation with games, music,
and dancing. The Metropolis estimated that 3,500 visitors participated in 1906 in Miami’s tenth-anniversary party. Completion
of additional Flagler projects continued to bring joyous celebrations. Most memorable was the excitement which followed completion of the Government Cut, a deep-water channel from
Biscayne Bay to the Atlantic Ocean, which a business leader
later called “the biggest factor in the development of Miami.“ 35
Miami’s tourist boosters never ceased to be enthusiastic about
the “unsurpassed climate,” and “the wonderful resources of this
semi-tropical section which bids fair to become the garden spot
of the world, the greatest health resort and Mecca of the
36
“Here,” it was claimed were “the health roses, waved
tourist.“
by invigorating breezes and warmed by constant sunshine . . .
winter’s chilling blasts are never known.“ 37 “The tourist and

33. Minutes of the City Council (Miami), II (November 6, 1905), 37, 200;
II (December 7, 1905), 215; Miami Metropolis, May 8, 1903, January
18, March 22, 1907, November 2, 1909; Paul S. George, “Criminal Justice
in Miami, 1886-1930,” (Ph.d. dissertation, Florida State University,
Tallahassee, 1975), 53, 57.
34. Miami Metropolis, March 21, 1902, July 29, 1904, March 9, 1906; Ruby
Carson, “Forty Years of Miami Beach,” Tequesta, XV (1955), 12; Cohen,
Sketches, 177; Miami Daily News, July 24, 1932.
35. Sewell, Memoirs, 167-68; Miami Metropolis, July 6, 1900, July 30, 1902,
July 29, 1904, August 10, 1906.
36. Miami City Directory of 1904, 81.
37. Ibid.
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invalid were invited to come and bask ‘neath blue skies, and rest
from the weary round of unvarying toil or physical suffering.“ 38
Hotel owners and managers, in their advertisements and
brochures, also emphasized the paradisiacal nature of Miami.
The Everglades Hotel praised Miami as a resort “where the
mockingbird sings you to rest every night and the orange dispels
its perfume.“ 39 Other inns compared the city with southern
Europe as a vacation paradise. The Halcyon Hotel characterized
the Magic City as “truly a land of Sun and flowers, being further
south than Naples, and really offering greater advantages to
pleasure seekers than this famous European resort.“ 40 The Gralyn
Hotel insisted that “Miami [was] the most tropical winter resort
in the United States,” a worthy rival of the “famous resorts of
Southern Europe.“ 41
Miami’s Board of Trade was another source of promotion,
issuing pamphlets and hosting celebrity-visitors. In 1912, the
board held a reception for the national political figures who had
come South to celebrate completion of Flagler’s overseas railroad,
which linked the Keys to the mainland. The following year, the
Board of Trade merged with the Merchants Association to form
the Miami Chamber of Commerce. With the birth of the
Chamber, Miami had the vehicle through which it would publicize its attractions to the world. 42
Soon after the formation of the Chamber, Everest G. Sewell
became chairman of its publicity department. A native of Hartwell, Georgia, Sewell had come to Miami in 1896, and established,
with his brother John, the city’s first clothing store. Sewell cut a
distinctive figure in the community almost always wearing a
light colored three-piece suit, a broad-brimmed Panama hat,
and carrying a walking stick. But Sewell was also a public relations genius with a flair for the dramatic. These characteristics
were on display in 1911, when he organized a successful three-day
celebration of the city’s fifteenth anniversary. Sewell persuaded
the Wright brothers, the nation’s first aviation heroes, to send a
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.

Ibid.
Ibid., 140.
Hotel Halcyon, 12.
Gralyn, Miami, Florida (Nashville, n.d.), inside book cover.
Miami-Florida’s Magic City (Miami, 1912); Sewell, Memoirs, 184, 186;
Cohen, Sketches, 75, 76.
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plane to Miami for the occasion. While the crowd watched the
area’s first airplane circle overhead, Sewell perched on one of
its wings, clinging to a stanchion. 43
Sewell moved quickly to promote Miami. 44 His goal, according
to a contemporary, was “to make Miami the foremost tourist
resort in the country.“ 45 Prior to the winter of 1915, Sewell and
four other members of the Chamber collected $1,900 from several
merchants for an advertising budget. With these funds Sewell
placed ads (which he created) depicting Miami as a tropical
paradise in nineteen northern newspapers. Each ad was accompanied by Sewell’s pet phrase: “It is always June in Miami,”
which became the resort’s unofficial slogan. 46 The city’s first
official promotion paid off handsomely as record crowds forced
hotels to turn away guests. In subsequent years, the Chamber,
with assistance from the municipal government, spent significantly larger sums of money on publicity with a concommitant
increase in visitors. To 1924, its advertising expenditures for the
decade exceeded $1,000,000. 47
Following the successful season of 1915, Sewell became president of the Chamber, a post he held until 1925. During his tenure
as president, the annual influx of tourists neared 1,000,000. Sewell
later boasted that “we increased the tourist business 1,000%
from 1915 to 1925.“ 48 In the meantime, the city’s population grew
from 7,000 to 130,000, as increasing numbers of visitors, including
William Jennings Bryan, James Deering, and Carl Fisher, made
Miami their permanent home. Construction of new housing and
43.

Interview with Allen Morris, clerk of the Florida House of Representatives, Tallahassee, February 22, 1980; Jerome Bellamy, “Sewell, the
Chamber, and the Marketing of Miami,” Update, VII (February 1980),
2-4; Blackman, Miami and Dade County, 91; Nixon Smiley, Yesterday’s
Miami (Miami, 1963), 46; Miami Daily Metropolis, July 21, 1911;
Cohen, Sketches, 82; Thelma Peters, “Miami’s First Plane,” Update, I
(August 1974), 3; Miami Herald, July 21, 1911.
44. New York Times, April 3, 1940.
45. Cohen, Sketches, 115.
46. Transcript of au address by Carl T. Hoffman, attorney, Miami, Florida,
ca. 1930s, Everest G. Sewell Manuscript Collection, Historical Association of Southern Florida; Bellamy, “Sewell, The Chamber,” 2-4;
Rainbolt, The Town, 35; Blackman, Miami and Dade County, 91.
47. Miamian, IV (August 1924), 8; Florida Editors Society, What the
Florida Editors Society Said About E. G. Sewell, The People’s Candidate
for City Commissioner, I, Sewell Manuscript Collection.
48. E. G. Sewell for City Commissioner, ca. 1930s, Sewell Manuscript
Collection.
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tourist accommodations fueled a building boom which gathered
steam after World War I and burst into an unprecedented frenzy
of speculation in the mid 1920s. 49
Several other factors were responsible for the astonishing
growth of Miami and south Florida as a tourist resort. In 1911,
the first highway connecting Miami with Jacksonville opened.
Four years later, the famed Dixie Highway, linking the northern
and southern sectors of the United States, opened with its southern
terminus at Buena Vista. During the same period, the state of
Florida created a road department which was responsible for the
subsequent construction of most of the major roads in Florida,
including the Tamiami Trail, which crossed the Everglades.
Completion of the Trail in 1928 made Miami more accessible to
tourists on Florida’s west coast. 50
The tourist boom also received a great boost from World
War I. By closing Europe to American vacationers, the war
promoted the growth of other resorts, including Miami, which
turned away an estimated 10,000 visitors in 1917 due to the
lack of accommodations. Many of the visitors during the war
were relatives of servicemen stationed at several military installations in the area. After the war, increasing prosperity and the
tremendous growth in popularity of the automobile brought
many new tourists to the city, prompting the Miami Herald to
marvel at the “astonishing growth of Miami as a tourist center.“ 51
Seizing on the opportunities for increased tourism, Sewell
and other promoters, including George Merrick and Carl Fisher,
built the Greater Miami area into one of the resort capitals of
the nation. Merrick created Coral Gables, near Miami’s western

49. Bellamy, “Sewell, the Chamber,” 2; Rainbolt, The Town, 36; Blackman, Miami and Dade County, 91: Cohen, Sketches, 169.
50. Jane Fisher, The Fabulous Hoosier (New York, 1947), 88, 92; Charlton
W. Tebeau, Synagogue in the Central City: Temple Israel of Greater
Miami, 1922-1972 (Coral Gables, 1972), 25; Victoria H. McDonell,
“Rise of the Businessman’s State Road Department Politician: The
1924 Florida, Gubernatorial Race,” Florida Historical Quarterly, LII
(July 1973), 40; Smiley, Yesterday’s Miami, 45; Works Progress Administration, Guide to Miami and its Environs, American Guide Series
(Northport, N.Y., 1941), 113-14.
51. Miami Herald, January 15, 1920; New York Times, April 3, 1940;
Bellamy, “Sewell, The Chamber,” 2; Blackman, Miami and Dade County,
91; Smiley, Yesterday’s Miami, 27; T. H. Weigall, Boom in Paradise
(New York, 1932), 37.
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boundary, while Fisher transformed Miami Beach from a mangrove swamp to a resort capital that rivaled Miami by the 1920s
and surpassed it in ensuing decades. Both men and their communities were major reasons for the great tourist and land booms
of the 1920s.
To enhance Miami’s appeal, Sewell broadened and accelerated his promotional campaign. By the middle of the 1920s, the
Chamber was advertising the wonders of Miami in fifty-two newspapers in the North and Midwest, and in fourteen major periodicals, including the Saturday Evening Post and the Literary Digest.
The Chamber distributed nationally hundreds of thousands of
copies of weather summaries, guides to Miami, art posters of the
area, and lavishly illustrated brochures, booklets, and pamphlets.
Furthermore, it published the Miamian, a slick monthly edited
by Sewell. The messages in all of the Chamber’s publications
were similar: the splendors of a tropical paradise awaited all
visitors to Miami. 52
The Miamian, perhaps the most influential of the Chamber’s
publications, was the ultimate in booster journalism; 40,000
copies were distributed nationally by the mid-1920s. The
Miamian’s covers contained pictures of bathing beauties, yachts
moored on Biscayne Bay, and palm trees swaying gently in the
breeze. Accompanying these pictures were provocative captions
asking rhetorically: “Does [Miami] look cold and uninviting or
does it look tantalizing?“ 53 A regular feature of the magazine was
a column by Sewell in which he listed the major achievements
of the current season and projections for the future, exhorted
Miamians to “spruce up” their city for the next winter, and admonished hotels to refrain from overcharging guests. The
Miamian also included listings of hotels and apartments, convention schedules, laudatory letters from visitors, figures on new construction, and features on celebrities wintering in the area. 54
In addition to disseminating a wide variety of publications,
Sewell and the Chamber opened tourist offices in several north52. Miamian, IV (April 1924), 9, 14, 15; ibid., IV (October 1924), 144;
ibid., III (July 1923), 12.
53. Ibid., II (January 1921), cover; ibid., II (October 1921), 3; ibid., III
(March 1923), cover.
54. Ibid., IV (April 1924), 8; ibid., I (June 1920), 12; ibid., I (October
1920), 16.
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ern cities, placed lithographic posters in railroad ticket office
windows, posted signs along many highways, and rented
space on billboards. Sewell also utilized electric signs, such as
the one at Forty-Second Street and Broadway in New York City,
in mid-winter which informed shivering New Yorkers that it
was “June in Miami,” to publicize the city. 55
As a roving goodwill ambassador, Sewell promoted Miami
before national service club conventions and gatherings of business leaders. At a Rotary Club convention in Atlantic City in
1920, he arranged an exhibit featuring a large poster with an
invitation to “Visit Miami in the Tropical Zone of Florida
where Winter is Turned to Summer.“ 56 Three years later, Sewell
addressed a gathering of the railroad executives serving Florida,
urging them to provide additional trains for the coming season,
and from four to six weeks earlier than usual because of a projected sharp increase in the number of visitors. 57
Sewell was often at the city’s train depot or at its harbor
greeting visitors. On other occasions, he escorted dignitaries
around Miami. Sewell was especially adept at arranging large,
spirited receptions for conventioners and visiting dignitaries. In
1924, a delegation of fourteen governors arrived and received a
rousing welcome from several thousand Miamians. 58
Along with the municipal government, the Chamber provided many services and activities for visitors. It operated a
tourist bureau which assisted tourists in finding accommodations
and provided a recreational center for them. 59 In 1916, Sewell
brought Arthur Pryor, a renowned musician, and his band to
entertain visitors with daily concerts in Royal Palm Park which
drew huge crowds and became a major feature of the tourist
season during the next decade. 60 Another popular figure in Royal
55.
56.
57.

58.
59.
60.

“Annual Report of the Miami Chamber of Commerce,” ibid., IV
(April 1924), 14; C. Hoffman, “An Address,” 5; Bellamy, “Sewell, The
Chamber,” 2; Florida Editors Society, What Florida Editors, 2.
Miamian, I (July 1920), 6.
Everest G. Sewell, “We Hail the Early Fast Trains with Delight,”
Miamian, IV (October 1923), 6; “More and Faster through Trains and
Pullmans to Miami,” ibid., IV (October 1924), 7; ibid., IV (June 1923),
4; ibid., IV (July 1923), 4.
Ibid., IV (November 1924), 11.
Miami by the Sea-Land at Palms and Sunshine (pamphlet, Miami,
ca. 1920).
Miami Herald, December 13, 1923, April 2, 1924.
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Palm Park was William Jennings Bryan whose Sunday Bible
sermons drew thousands of listeners. “The World’s Largest Outdoor Bible Class” brought Miami national exposure since these
sermons were published in newspapers throughout the country. 61
Prior to some of the Bryan’s addresses, William “Uncle Billy”
Witham, a local businessman and colorful booster, conducted
“warm up” sessions. Resplendent in a white Palm Beach suit,
Witham would ask those who hailed from a particular city in the
North to wave their arms. Then, in doleful tones, “Uncle Billy”
reported that the weather in their locale was “so cold that the
people are imprisoned in their homes.“ 62 After delivering bleak
forecasts for several northern cities, Witham would announce, to
the delight of the crowd, that in Miami it was “June as always,
everybody basking in the sunshine.“ 63
To assist visitors in meeting other persons from their homes,
the Chamber organized state societies and provided a variety of
social events. The Chamber also sponsored numerous festivals,
boat and auto shows, sporting events, parades, and festivals.
According to a contemporary, “no man had a greater appreciation of the interest and value of pageants and parades in the
promotion of tourism [than Sewell].“ 64 Among the most spectacular festivals was the Palm Fete, a week of parades, pageants,
and exhibits, held for the first time in the fall of 1920, in an
effort to lengthen the season. The success of the initial Palm
Fete helped to push the opening of the tourist season back to
early November, while annual golf tournaments and regattas
stretched it to late April. 65
Although pari-mutuel betting was illegal in Florida until
61.
62.
63.
64.

65.

Ibid., December 12, 1921; Cohen, Sketches, 170; Rainbolt, The Town,
77.
Aden Adams, “Uncle Billy, Early Miami Booster,” Update, I (February
1974), 4.
Ibid.
C. Hoffman, “An Address,” 6; Miami Herald, January 1, 1924; “Great
Sports Season Planned For Miami,” Miamian, V (October 1924), 11;
“Flower and Fruit Festival New Year’s Day,” ibid., III (June 1923),
11; Everest G. Sewell, “Chamber of Commerce Accomplishments, 192223,” ibid., IV (April 1924), 3-13; Sessa, “Miami in 1926,” Tequesta, XVI
(1956), 19.
Miami News, April 24, 1957; Sessa, “Miami in 1926,” 19; “Midwinter
Regetta Races Exciting,” Miamian, III (March 1922), 16; Miami Herald,
December 12, 1920; Miamian, II (January 1921), 1-3; Blackman, Miami
and Dade County, 92.
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1931, the most popular sporting events were dog and horse racing
and jai alai. The nation’s first jai alai fronton opened in Hialeah,
a new community northwest of Miami, in 1923. Soon dog and
horce racing were underway, too. Horse racing was held at the
Miami Jockey Club before huge, celebrity-studded crowds
brought by train to Hialeah from Miami. For the horses and
trainers, travel to Hialeah was more difficult, because the train
serving the community had no loading ramps. Therefore, the
horses had to be walked ten miles from Miami to the track. 66
As hordes of visitors descended on Miami in the mid-1920s,
Sewell’s ambitions for tourism grew. Under his guidance, the city
built a new bayfront park, subsidized part of the expense of extending the Seaboard Air Line Railway to Miami, and, with
federal assistance, dredged and widened the harbor, enabling it
to accommodate deep-draft passenger vessels. By the 1930s,
Miami had become a port of call for world cruise ships. 67 Miami
also became an aviation center. During World War I several
federal air and naval stations were built in the area. Ten years
later, Pan American Airways moved its operations from Key
West to Miami, and built a terminal at the Dinner Key naval air
station. 68
By the middle of the 1920s, Sewell and the Chamber, now 7,000
strong, received enthusiastic support from municipal officials and
citizens alike. Approximately $100,000 annually was provided by
the city and county to help meet part of the Chamber’s promotional expenses. 69
66.

“Miami Jockey Club’s Gala Opening,” Miamian, VI (January 1925), 12;
Miami News, July 28, 1964; Cohen, Sketches, 186; Kofoed, Moon, 143;
Miami Herald, March 15, 1925; New York Times, November 15, 1926;
Smiley, Yesterday’s Miami, 71; Tebeau, Florida, 397; Miamian, III
(March 1922), 6; “Opening Day at Hialeah,” Update, II (April 1975), 11.
67. WPA, Florida, A Guide, 73; John Kofoed, The Florida Story (New
York, 1960), 261-62; “An Event Fraught With Great Moment,” Miamian,
VI (July 1925), 5; Kenneth Ballinger, Miami Millions (Miami, 1936),
59; “Direct Steamship Service New York to Miami,” Miamian, V (November 1924), 5; Miami Herald, December 15, 1923; The FEC Railway
expanded its service significantly during the boom by double tracking
its line from Jacksonville to Miami.
68. C. Hoffman, “An Address,” 3; Andrew H. Heermance Sewell, April
19, 1928, Everest G. Sewell Manuscript Collection; New York Times,
April 3, 1940.
69. Miami Herald, February 10, 1926; Miamian, V (August 1924), 8;
Tebeau, Temple, 26; Miami Herald, January 2, March 28, 1926;
Redford, Sandbar, 161; At this time, the Miami Chamber of Commerce
claimed to be the second largest chapter in the world.
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Policemen received “courtesy training,” and members of the
force greeted tourists who motored to Miami along the Dixie
Highway with a smile, a guide to the city, and a list of the
municipal ordinances. Furthermore, the police often ignored
minor traffic violations by tourists, and they were reticent to
enforce prohibition restrictions. On many occasions when a
visitor was arrested for a non-violent crime the court was exceedingly lenient. The court acted in this fashion in the case of Harry
Black, a New York millionaire who was arrested for possession of
more than twenty cases of liquor in his private railroad car. After
a five-minute trial, the judge found Black innocent of the charges.
Miami’s citizenry assisted visitors by providing information and
directions, and, at the height of the boom, by opening their
homes to the overflow of Northerners unable to find accommodations, despite construction of hundreds of new hotels and apartments. 70
Boom conditions, the general tenor of the period, and Miami's
growing reputation as a “wide-open” city attracted every type of
visitor during the mid-1920s. Warren Harding, Herbert Hoover,
and Franklin D. Roosevelt were among the notable figures, along
with sports heroes like Knute Rockne and the “Four Horsemen,”
Jack Dempsey, and Gene Tunney. 71
With the tourist and building booms at their peak in 1925,
several hundred thousand persons were in Miami, and hotels
remained open throughout the year. New nightclubs, speakeasies,
myriad festivals, and sporting events provided entertainment for
many visitors, while others enjoyed music from bands accompanying realtors barking out their wares to crowds along Flagler
Street. 72
The revelry surrounding the opening of the posh MiamiBiltmore in January 1926 (an event attended by 1,500 persons
from all over the nation), followed by another successful season,
70. New York Times, July 3, September 20, 1925; Miami Daily News,
September 9, 1926; Ferman A. Wilson to H. Leslie Quigg, September 10,
1926, H. Leslie Quigg Manuscript Collection, Historical Association of
Southern Florida; Patricia P. Buchanon, “Miami’s Bootleg Boom,”
Tequesta, xxx (1970), 15.
71. Miami Herald, January 13, 1924, February 24, 1924; Sessa, “Miami in
1926,” 14-15; “President Harding Arrives for Vacation,” Miamian,
VI (March 1923), 8.
72. New York Times, November 15, 1925.
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obscured the fact that the boom was nearing its end. By the
spring of 1926, buyers were no longer plentiful. Paper profits on
land transactions were lost when people began to default on their
payments. The summer witnessed an exodus of thousands of
people. 73
More important for the immediate future of tourism in
Miami was a hurricane with winds of 135 miles per hour which
devastated the area in September. Many persons lost their lives,
and thousands of homes were destroyed. Unfinished subdivisions
were leveled, and land that sold for $60,000 in 1925, soon was
available for $600. 74
In the aftermath of the hurricane, some civic leaders minimized the extent of damage, while issuing assurances that Miami
would be an even better tourist spot after its reconstruction. The
Chamber predicted a record season in 1927. But rumors of epidemics and additional hurricanes, combined with doubts about
Miami’s ability to rebuild itself in time for the season, led to a
sharp decline in tourism in 1927. “Miami today,” noted the New
York Times, “is scarcely recognizable as the bustling resort city
of last year.“ 75 The following winter was little better, as the
area’s racetracks were closed by order of the governor of Florida
for alleged gambling, the stately Royal Palm Hotel, no longer
structurally sound, suffered through its last season, and Al
Capone, the notorious gangster, decided to make Miami his home.
As one writer noted: “About the only thing that kept the tourist
season (of 1927-1928) from being a complete flop was the supply
of good whiskey.“ 76
In the meantime, Sewell, who had resigned as president of
the Chamber of Commerce in 1925, following the federal
government’s rejection of his plan for new docking facilities for
Miami’s harbor, had begun serving the first of three terms as
73. Muir, Miami, 162; New York Times, January 16, 1926.
74. Muir, Miami, 165-66.
75. New York Times, January 3, 1927; Muir, Miami, 165, 167; editorial,
“Miami is Ready,” Miamian, VII (November, 1926), 6-9; Sessa, “Miami
in 1926,” 36; New York Times, October 29, 1926.
76. Nixon Smiley, Knights of the Fourth Estate: The Story of the Miami
Herald (Miami, 1974), 87; Muir, Miami, 180-82; Miami Herald, April
26, 1960; August 20, August 23, 1928; Minutes of the City Com-mission (Miami), XX (May 15, 1930), 173; Miami Daily News, July 31,
1932.
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mayor. In his new office, Sewell continued to promote Miami,
lobbying vigorously for a large auditorium which he hoped
would be completed in time to host the Democratic party’s
national convention in 1928. But money for such grandiose
projects was no longer available in a city already mired in a
severe economic depression and the convention did not come to
Florida. 77
Sewell and other officials, therefore, were forced to adopt
more modest tactics in rebuilding Miami’s tourist industry. The
city hosted numerous politicians and representatives of the
eastern press to convince them that it had recovered from the
events of 1926. Visitors’bureaus opened in many northern cities,
and Sewell sent agents throughout the east in an attempt to rent
apartments in Miami for the upcoming winter. The city and
Chamber published new brochures, like Golden Sunshine Adds
Golden Years, which stressed the old themes. Sewell was also busy
attempting to bolster the spirit of Miamians with claims and
statements that were sometimes overly optimistic. As one historian
has observed, “Headlines like ‘Largest Tourist Season Due this
Winter, Inquiries Show’appeared with rhythmic regularity.“ 78
Tourism perked up at the end of the 1920s, as the Elks and
Shriners held national conventions in Miami, and a huge crowd
descended on the area for a heavyweight championship fight.
The industry, however, was still significantly smaller than it had
been only a few years earlier, and the immediate future held
little cause for optimism, for the nation was sliding into the
79
Great Depression. But it was tourism which lifted Miami out
of the Depression in the second half of the 1930s. By then, the
nature of tourism had changed dramatically, and it was more
accurate to speak of Greater Miami’s tourist industry, since
popular attractions and accommodations for visitors were located
77. Miamian, VIII (July 1926), 11, 13; ibid., VIII (October 1926), 28;
Minutes of the City Commission (Miami), XVII (September 22, 1927),
305; New York Times, July 29, 1927; Miami Daily News, July 25, 1942;
Miami News, November 10, 1957; Bellamy, “Sewell, The Chamber,” 4;
New York Times, December 29, 1925.
78. Muir, Miami, 173; New York Times, July 29, 1927; Golden Sunshine
Adds Golden Years (Miami, ca. late 1920s), 2.
79. Miami Herald, May 1, 2, July 8, July 13, 1928, February 26, 1929, July
24, 1966; Golden Sunshine, 4; Miamian, VIII (July 1926), II: Kofoed,
Moon, 54-57.
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throughout the county, and numerous communities cooperated
in organizing vacation programs.. The “Twin Cities” of Miami
and Miami Beach, for instance, operated from a joint promotional
budget for part of the decade, and, along with Coral Gables,
issued many of the same brochures and pamphlets. Moreover,
the state, through a national advertising campaign, a Florida Fair
in New York City, and state booster organizations, worked closely
with the resorts. 80
The cooperative nature of tourism, however, could not cloak
the fact that Miami Beach had become the glamour community
of south Florida. Many of the nation’s most luxurious hotels
were rising on Miami Beach. The city’s vast building program
accounted for ten new hotels in 1935, and nearly forty additional
structures the following year. Miami Beach was listed as among
the top ten American cities in terms of privately financed construction. With its demand for labor and materials, the Beach’s
construction effort was a vital element in the amelioration of
economic conditions in south Florida. 81
Another boon to tourism and economic growth was the
legalization of pari-mutuel betting at the beginning of the
decade. At the time of this development, Joseph E. Widener,
scion of a wealthy Philadelphia family, built a magnificent
racetrack in Hialeah on the site of the old Miami Jockey Club.
Tropical Park racetrack in south Miami was very successful,
too. Dog racing and jai alai were also popular, as pari-mutuel
wagering represented a large percentage of tourist expenditures. 82
Syndicate gambling was another highly profitable enterprise, as
the “mob” became firmly entrenched in south Florida during the
decade. While a wide variety of gambling games were available,
slot machines, which were legal, were especially popular. The
Saturday Evening Post noted that these devices were found
virtually everywhere in the “Bagdad on Biscayne [Bay],” including hotel lobbies, barber shops, and even in private homes. 83
80. New York Times, November 19, 1933, December 3, 1935, March 9,
July 15, March 16, January 3, 1936; Miamian, XIX (May 1938), 9;
Cities of the Sun, Miami-Miami Beach (Miami, 1934), 1-40.
81. Smiley, Yesterday’s Miami, 107-08; New York Times, November 14, 1937.
82. Miami Herald, July 26, 1942; Muir, Miami, 198; Smiley, Yesterday’s
Miami, 107, 130; Sewell, Memoirs, 232-33; New York Times, December
12, 1936; Works Progress Administration, A Guide to Miami, 7.
83. Muir, Miami, 203, 210; Kenneth Roberts, “This is Florida, Part II,”
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Almost as significant as the rising star of Miami Beach and
the popularity of gambling was the changing image of Miami
as a resort center. Increasingly, the city was hosting a middle
class tourist clientele. Its promotion reflected this trend: advertising budgets were, in the early years of the 1930s, modest;
numerous vacation specials were available; the citizenry was
asked to assist in recruiting visitors; and the Miami Civic Center,
operated by the Chamber of Commerce, with help from the city,
became a favorite, and inexpensive, recreational spot for vacationers. 84
But the edemic theme persisted in promotional literature.
Beautiful brochures and pamphlets described Miami as the
nation’s “Sunshine Capital,” “America’s Rivera,” and the
“Modern Fountain of Youth.“ 85 Not to be outdone, the Miamian
characterized the city as a “pleasure mecca,” and insisted that
modern modes of transportation meant that in “mere hours”
visitors could move “from snow to paradise.“ 86
A major portion of Miami’s promotional effort was directed
at building a year-round tourist trade. Municipal officials
organized a “Stay Through May” campaign in 1930, and followed
with a “Mail a Postcard Day,” an invitation to the previous
summer’s visitors to return soon to Miami. Later in the decade,
C. D. Leffler, president of the Miami Chamber of Commerce,
urged every member of the organization to mail postcards with
pictures of Royal Poinciana trees in bloom to friends and relatives, suggesting they come to the city in the summer to see their
beauty. The Chamber and city sometimes joined forces for huge
mailouts of summer publicity brochures. Many hotels reduced
their rates significantly after the conclusion of each winter season,
and the Miami Civic Center offered a heavy schedule of summer
entertainment. 87
Saturday Evening Post (March 20, 1937), 20.
84. New York Times, March 30, 1930, January 3, 1936, December 12, 1937;
Miamian, XVII (June 1936), 11; ibid., XVII (September 1936), 16; ibid.,
XVII (December 1936), 12; ibid., XVIII (May 1937), 2.
85. Sail South to Summer Seas (Miami, 1930), 1; Miamian, XVIII (December 1936), 16.
86. Miamian, XVII (January 1936), 9.
87. Muir, Miami, 92; New York Times, March 8, 1931; Miamian, XVII
(September 1936), 16; ibid., XVIII (May 1936), 2; ibid., XVIII (December 1936), 5; ibid., XVIII (April 1936), 9; ibid., XVIII (April 1937),
16; ibid., XIX (May 1938), 1, 3, 7.
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The Miamian and other publications emphasized the city’s
“equable” climate, insisting that “Miami is just as delightful in
summer as in winter.“ 88 With a touch of irony, the Chamber’s
mouthpiece invited summer vacationers to “come down to Miami
where it is always cool.” 89 At times the Miamian’s hype was excessive, even by its own standards. On one occasion, the magazine
averred that, “it [was] a strange paradox that there are a lesser
number of electric fans in use in the entire Miami area, with a
population in the summer of over 150,000, than there are in any
other city of even half the size in the United States.“ 90
Summer promotion brought a surge of visitors. Most came by
automobile from nearby states. Described as “frugal” by the
New York Times, summer tourists took advantage of hotels and
nightclubs which had slashed rates by as much as eighty per cent
from their winter prices. 91
Although the automobile was the most popular vehicle for
transporting visitors, large cruise ships, including several from
foreign ports, brought increasing numbers of guests. In the
meantime, Miami’s aviation industry grew in spectacular
fashion. By the late 1930s, regular non-stop flights carried visitors
to Miami from New York City, and Pan American Airways’s
clippers flew daily between the Americas. The Saturday Evening
Post called Miami an “international city,” while the New York
Times described it as the “gateway to the Americas.“ 92 Miami’s
airport was one of the nation’s busiest and a tourist attraction
in its own right.
The person perhaps most responsible for the city’s transportation advances, Everest Sewell, served two terms as mayor in the
1930s, and remained deeply involved with tourism. Sewell’s
lobbying brought additional federal funding for dredging
Miami’s harbor. He also campaigned for a large exhibition
center to house a proposed Pan American Exposition, and
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.
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called for a “100% increase” in tourism which, he maintained,
would result in daily expenditures of $1,000,000. 93 Sewell
continued to serve as a goodwill ambassador. Much of his promotion contained an element of deja vu. For example, in the grim
years of the early 1930s, Sewell collected five and ten dollar
donations from merchants for an advertising fund. At the end
of the decade, Miami’s premier promoter organized an elaborate
Palm Fete featuring stunt flying and a mock air raid by more
than 1,500 private planes. 94
The mayor’s boosterism was matched by that of Henry L.
Doherty, a New York public utilities mogul who purchased the
Miami-Biltmore and Roney Plaza hotels at the end of the 1920s.
Doherty was a promotional whiz who pursued with intensity
his goal of “burning Miami into the public mind.“ 95 He
organized and presided over the Florida Year-Round Clubs, an
association of local organizations promoting tourism in Florida
throughout the year, and was one of the creators of the Palm
Festival, a celebration designed to lengthen the season. The
Palm Festival eventually became the famed Orange Bowl Classic.
Doherty spared little in promoting his own enterprises. In 1933,
for example, he spent $300,000 advertising the Miami-Biltmore
Hotel. 96
The efforts of Sewell, Doherty, and others met with surprising
success after several poor seasons during the depths of the Depression. As early as 1934, Business Week noted that Greater
Miami was experiencing its best season since the boom, a sentiment soon shared by other journals, including the New York
Times. 97 Characteristically, the Miamian regarded the new tourist
boom of the middle 1930s as “epic making in resort history.“ 98
As tourist revenue began pouring into the area again, additional
93. Miamian, XVI (June 1935), 10-11.
94. New York Times, September 10, 1939; Bellamy, “Sewell, The Chamber,”
Update, 4; “E. G. Sewell for City Commissioner,” campaign pamphlet,
ca. early 1930s, Sewell Manuscript Collection.
95. Muir, Miami, 204; New York Times, November 3, 1929; Smiley, Yesterday’s Miami, 81.
96. New York Times, November 16, 1931, January 2, 1932; November 19,
1933, January 3, 1936; Miami Herald, December 15, 1979.
97. “Florida Perks Up,” Business Week, VI (February 17, 1934), 14; Chicago
Defender, March 2, 1935; New York Times, April 5, 1935.
98. Gerry Swinehart, “Plenty of Pleasure. . . ,“ Miamian, XVI (February
1935), 7.
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money became available for promotional campaigns comparable
to those of the 1920s. The results were gratifying. Various surveys
indicated that between one and two million visitors, who spent
upwards of $75,000,000, were coming annually to Greater Miami.
The sharp increase in tourism sparked a minor building boom. 99
Buoyed by Miami’s recovery and expansion, Sewell, at the
end of the decade, outlined plans for new tourist programs. But
the master promoter died in 1940, and America’s entrance into
World War II transformed the area into a huge base for servicemen. Many hotels hosted members of the armed forces throughout
the war years. Despite the scarcity of accommodations during the
war, many tourists continued to come to the area. In the aftermath of World War II, Greater Miami embarked on a tourist
boom virtually unprecedented in the annals of tourism. 100
Fifty years after Flagler’s “Fishing Village” had completed
its initial season, Miami and south Florida stood at the pinnacle
of the nation’s tourist industry. For Flagler, Sewell, and other
promoters had shrewdly combined the area’s natural assets with
changing national lifestyles and new transportation patterns to
create a resort center unparalleled in terms of its size and wealth.
There is a fantasy quality about the development of tourism
in Greater Miami. Yet the area’s natural resources explain, while
its man-made monuments attest to, the reality of this achievement.
99. Miami News, July 26, 1942; Miamian, XVIII (May 1937), 17; Wilson,
Miami, From Frontier, 43; New York Times, January 16, 1938; Magazine, (Miami), September 10, 27, 1939; Miami Tropic-Quiz (Miami,
1939), 7; WPA, Florida, A Guide, 214.
100. New York Times, September 10, 27, 1939.
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